WILLIAM WHELAN— THIRD lHIEI- OF THE BUREAU OF 
MEDICINE AND SURGERY (1853-1865) 

By CAPTAIN LOUIS H. RODDTS, Medk,,l i.urfs, V. S. Nwy 

THE Third Chief of the Bureau commissioned Surgeon from February 
of Medicine and Surgery, Wib 0, [837, again being No. r on the list, 
liam Whelan, was born Septern-^ 
ber 4, 1808, in Pennsylvania, from 
which State he was appointed. I le wa> 
commissioned surgeon's mate .March 
25, 1828, to take rank from Januan 3, 
1828, No. 4 on the list of assistant 
surgeons. His service included duf\ ; n 
the West Indian Squadron, Naval 1 los- 
pital, Pensacola, where he was on dut\ 
during the prevalence there of smali 
pox and yellow fever, and at the Nava I 
Hospital, Boston, and the Navy Yard, 
Philadelphia, He was promoted Passed 
Assistant Surgeon in 1834, standing 
No. 1 in point of relative merit with 
those examined the same date. He was 



! rom 1837 to 1840 he was in the Pa- 
nne on the U.S.S. Falmouth. From 
fj?43 to 1845 he served as Fleet Sur- 
geon in the Mediterranean Squadron 
ancLigain from 1849 to 1852. He was 
appointed Chief of the Bureau of 
Medicine and Surgery September 23, 
185;, by President Franklin Pierce, 
and confirmed by Congress January 23, 
1 854. He held this office until his death 
June 11, 1865. He was thus Chief of 
Bureau during the Civil War and the 
troubled period that preceded that con- 
flict. The heavy responsibilities con- 
nected with the expansion of the Medi- 
cal Department of the Navy and the 
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■ease of facilities necessary to meet 
urgent demands made by the war, 
re borne by him. His period of 
ce, nearly 12 years, is longer than 
t of any other Chief of the Bureau 
Medicine and Surgery, and saw a 
mber of important events connected I 
th the growth of the Navy and its 
[edical Department. 

In j 853 the Naval Hospital at * 
nnapolis was built bringing to six j 
en in commission period. In 1861 
,e Naval Hospital at Washington was 
tablished to provide hospitalization 
) sailors and marines in the District 
nd on duty on gunboats on the Poto- 
iac. This was first in a wooden build- 
ng near the old market. 

In 1853 also was established on the 
pounds of the Naval Hospital at 
Brooklyn what was known as the Naval 
laboratory. The primary purpose was 
.0 examine and test drugs bought for 
use of the Navy and so to assure their 
D urity and safety. The newly discov- 
ered ' anaesthetics, ether, and chloro- 
form, particularly, were to be tested 
and also at this laboratory the manu- 
facture of both of these anaesthetics 
was begun. The two medical officers 
placed in charge were Surgeon Benja- 
min Franklin Bache, a dependent of 
Benjamin Franklin, and Passed Assist- 
ant Surgeon E. R. Squibb. The latter 
resigned in 1857 and the great pharma- 
ceutical house of E. R. Squibb, and 
Sons was founded by him. As it be- 
came the practice to send medical offi- 
cers to it for instruction, the Naval 
Laboratory Itself was the forerunner of 
the Naval Medical School and it may 
also be considered as the father of the 



Naval Medical Supply Depot. It might 
be said that much of the credit far the 
founding of the Naval Laboratory and 
the building of the Annapolis Naval 
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Hospital was due to Whelaus predeces- 
sor, Thomas Harris, who had planned 
and partly completed both projects. 

In 1853, the year in which Whelan 
became Chief of Bureau, Passed As- 
sistant Surgeon Elisha Kent Kane who 
had been the senior medical officer of 
the first Grinnell Arctic Expedition in 
search of Sir John Franklin, set out in 
command of the second search expedi- 
tion. This returned in 1 855 having en- 
countered severe hardships and lost 
several men. Though not successful in 
finding Franklin or his men the voyage 
is a famous one in Arctic annals and 
gave Kane international fame as an 
Arctic explorer. 
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There were then only three grades 
m the ; Medi ^ Corps; Assistant Sur- 
geon, P asS ed Assistant Surgeon and 
Surgeon. P ay ranged from $ 
$2,700 a year. The Chief of Bureau 
««,vcd the pay 'of a Commodore 
?4,JOO a year. The number of medical 
officers was about 120 and the annual 
appropriation for Medical Department 
use was about $50,000. 

Ini8j 4) G. R. B . Horner published 

link » »,,„_1_ _ 



a Suable work on „ ™/W> Md <*« 

W Wfc, o, .J" , 'i' Sh .'FJ" «* Navy 



f T J 3W °/ the 

Wth book on naval medicine by 
medical men of OUr Na the J t 
bemg Cutbush's 0W,/ W on - the 
Means of Preserving the Health of 
Soldiers and Sailors, the second, Bar- 
t^ork on Marine Hospitals, and 
^ thud, Usher Parson's Physicians 
J or bhtps. 

The Civil War brought many pro l> 
ms to the Surgeon General due to 
great enlargement of the Navy 

med-° t-f. rStW3Sthe of 
medical faabt.es consequent to the 
creat^ of an inland ^ 

on the M lssIS sip p i and tributary rivers 
was organized-a naval Wee inciden- 
tally that rose to number 120 vessels 
temporary naval hospital at Mem 



Phis (Hospital Pinkney) was J a 
commissioned in order to care for 
forces employed in the naval campai 
m the western rivers. The first hospi 
Sh f^d Rover , was commissi 
and used, and the first female nurs 
VoW Nursing Sisters, were ei 
PWed mthis same area. Dr. Whela, 
administration, therefore, can be ere 
!te ^ asth e> S t to employ female nurs 



Dr. Whelan was a man of mediui 
e^t, rather slender and with a som ( 

what reserved and severe expression c 
countenance. 

When Dr. Whelan died on June 1 1 
865, one month and two days afte 
Lee s surrender at App 0mattox anc 
twenty-seven days after Lincoln's as- 
sassmatmn he was the first of two 
Chiefs of the Bureau of Medicine and 
Surgery to die in office. The second 

^ Wton L - Bates who died 
October 18, x8 97 after servj 

eighteen days as Surgeon General. A 
d^gent search for Dr. Whelan's burial 
Place h^ been UnsuccessfuJj nQr ^ 

Possible to obtain information as to 
whether he was married or left any 
descendants. 7 



